2009). China is a substantial consumer of African resources (oil, copper, coal, diamonds, gold, bauxite, iron ore, timber) and it has invested heavily in physical infrastructure (ports, roads, airports, railways, hospitals, bridges, dams, mines, power plants, refineries, stadia, government buildings etc.) across the continent. Beijing is also interested in generating markets for Chinese goods, building diplomatic support and fostering "soft power" through the expansion of international media operations. China's engagement includes sustained participation in UN peacekeeping missions in Mali and South Sudan (Lanteigne, 2014) , the construction of a naval base in Djibouti, anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden and plans to incorporate African economies into the Belt and Road Initiative. The scale and intensity of these initiatives have focused most attention on the intentions of the Chinese state.
The number of Chinese citizens residing in Africa has also increased substantially in the past two decades, reaching around one million (Sun, 2014: 28) . Several high-profile popular publications exaggerate migrant numbers and highlight conflicts with receiving populations (Cardenal and Araújo 2014; Michel and Beuret, 2009 ). In western media coverage, the diversity of Chinese people's engagement with Africa is reduced to national or ethnic descriptors, i.e. "the Chinese" (Mawdsley, 2008) . Even in Chinese academic literature, there has been a tendency to reduce the China-Africa migration experience to macro-level statistics (as critiqued by Li, 2012) . The increasing number of Chinese living in Africa has prompted negative reactions in some local media outlets, and has led to protests and political opposition in Zambia, action by trade unions in South Africa, and business organizations in Uganda and Ghana. In some cases, notably Zambia, anti-Chinese sentiment has been instrumentalized by local politicians (Larmer and Fraser, 2007; Mohan and Tan-Mullins 2009) , as has happened in other locations experiencing increases in Chinese migration such as the Russian Far East (Alexseev, 2003; Sullivan and Renz, 2010) and the South Pacific (Shie, 2007; Yang, 2009 ).
Chinese actors have been criticised for "unfair competition, smuggling, inferior quality, illegal immigration, ruining local industries, taking local jobs, and simply invading foreign countries by virtue of sheer numbers" (Nyiri 2011: 149) . Some popular responses, for example Australian media coverage of Chinese engagement with islands in the South Pacific (Sullivan and Renz, 2012) , invoke the "semantics of spread" and "images of expansion, takeover and appropriation" redolent of racist, "Yellow Peril" narratives (Mayer, 2013: 6) . In Africa, further criticisms relate to the behaviours of Chinese migrants, mirroring similar class-based discourses around the "quality" (suzhi 素质) and "civilization" (wenming 文明) of rural-to-urban migrants in China itself (Kipnis, 2006) . Chinese economic activity has been criticised for limiting employment opportunities and knowledge exchange with Africans, and the failure of migrants to assimilate into host communities (Carmody, 2011; Lee, 2009 ). We do not claim that negative portrayals are always unwarranted. But in order to better understand "the Chinese in Africa"
we argue that moving beyond the level of state interactions and an undifferentiated notion of Chinese migrants as an homogenous bloc is crucial (Postel, 2017) . 
Technology and Chinese migration
The digital behaviors and online communities of Chinese present and prospective migrants to Africa, with the exception of Xiao's (2015) the lives of international migrants and Diaspora groups more generally (Oh, 2016; Oiarzabal and Reips, 2012) . Research on rural-to-urban domestic migration in China has demonstrated the key role they play on a practical, emotional and psychological level, allowing dislocated families to keep in touch and giving newly arrived migrants a pathway to assimilating into urban communities and transforming their own identities (Qiu, 2007; Wallis, 2013) . In the context of Chinese migrations to Africa, the utility of studying communications technologies and digital platforms is twofold. First, digital tools form part of the assemblage of contemporary Chinese migration. Despite a tendency to see digital communications as disconnected from the physical world, cyberspaces and digital platforms are an integrated part of people's lives (Sullivan, 2014) . We argue for treating engagements with technology as something "real" and seek to question their role in the migration process. For instance, does the emergence of relevant cyberspaces enable Chinese migration to Africa by facilitating information exchange, networking opportunities and support? Does it facilitate migrants' conception and narration of their own migration experiences? Second, digital spaces used by migrants provide a rich and unexplored data source for investigating migrants' motivations, preoccupations and emotions. In short, they have the potential to reveal candid snapshots of the China-Africa migration experience at various stages of the migration process. A further incidental but useful contribution is to add some texture to the story of Chinese migration to Africa, contrary to deindividuated accounts of "the Chinese" in the aggregate.
There is an abundance of Internet platforms used by present and prospective Chinese migrants to Africa. The main platforms include online discussion forums (like Tianya 天涯 and Baidu 百度), instant messaging services (QQ and Weixin 微信), microblogging (weibo 微 博), and social networking sites (Qzone, renren 人人, douban 豆瓣). Baidu Tieba (百度帖吧), 
Research design
Our investigation proceeds in four stages. First, we provide a broad overview of Chinese migrants' use of internet forums at two different stages of the migration process. attitudes is very limited. In assessing three types of Chinese migrants (present and prospective individual migrants and multinational company employees), we aim to contribute a more complex and humanized picture of "the Chinese in Africa."
Step one of the empirical study was to analyse a substantial number of forums in Chinese on Chinese websites, locating relevant threads using keyword search. Through our content analysis of 1900 threads across the three major forums we identified five broad discussion themes. and bureaucracy, where to find accommodation, university application procedures, flights and hotels. Several forums include discrete sections for "newcomers" (新人报道 xinren baodao), but we don't include them as a separate group as the discussion in these forums is already incorporated in our five categories. "Newcomer" discussion threads also tend, unsurprisingly, to be dominated by requests for short-term practical information. To distinguish between prospective and current migrants, we used metadata attached to forums and threads combined with user identification. Table 1 categorizes forum functions for present and prospective migrants across the five discussion themes noted above. 
Prospective migrants
Online discussion forums for prospective Chinese migrants to Africa are abundant. They provide a venue for people planning a move to seek insights, in the form of specific contextual information and personal experiences that may be inaccessible to them among physical world networks or even elsewhere online. Assessing discussions among prospective migrants allows us a window onto the drivers of migration and the "process of becoming" (Xiang, 2014: 196) .
Prior research suggests that many Chinese are motivated to relocate to Africa to improve their economic circumstances, often perceiving in Africa an opportunity to carve out a niche that doesn't exist in uber-competitive China (Driessen, 2016) , consistent with theories of transnational migration (Castles and Davidson, 2000) . Financial concerns are a very strong preoccupation on the forums we analysed. However, studies of migration in many contexts suggest more complex factors in migrants' decisionmaking. It is often not a simple question of going where wages are highest, and the existence of some form of social capital, for example in the form of family ties, is often a factor (Pieke et al., 2004) . Fieldwork studies in Africa show that many Chinese entrepreneurs prefer to solicit workers from among family members (Gu, 2009 ). All of these factors are evident in the comments of a young Chinese woman working in a small foreign trade company in China:
My aunt is now in Chad in Africa and she would like me to go there to work. She said, the annual income there is more than the sum of several years' at home
The idea that Africa is a place of moderate economic opportunity is widespread across prospective migrants' forum contributions. In his research on domestic migrants within China, Xiang (2014) argues that "would-be migrants" have a particular psychological state in which "waiting to go abroad" (等着出国) dominates their present existence. Building on Xiang's idea of "displacement of the present", Driessen describes "transplanting one's life to Africa" as a method of "jumping towards the future" (2016: 2). This sentiment is pervasive among prospective migrants, as this comment from a recent university graduate illustrates:
My plan is that I will go to Africa for several years and then come back to sit for the civil service exam, or set up a business with the money. Anyway, I feel it is so hard to earn a living at home.
Driessen also identifies migration decisions prompted by angst (焦虑) which she defines as "a lingering fear of lagging behind in a fierce competition for resources (e.g. wealth, jobs and housing)" (2016: 2; for an analysis of firms' behaviour in the same vein see Shen, 2015) .
Research on Chinese Millennials (those born in the 1990s, 九零后) suggests that this cohort, who have grown up as only children under conditions of economic take-off, is particularly riven by angst (Fish, 2015) . This comes through very strongly on prospective migrant forums, and is as much existential as economic. As another young university graduate writes: A large number of posts reflect Millennials' discontent with life in China and aspirations to start a new life in Africa. But these sentiments are frequently detached from any knowledge of conditions or opportunities in Africa, which for many prospective migrants has an indefinable allure. One university student comments:
I have been thinking about going to Africa. I know I will have to give up something, and it may also be dangerous out there. But for a change, I must go. How can I go there step by step? This student's posts reveal a sense of economic optimism about Africa compared to China, but also hints that is a feeling rooted in ignorance and naivety. The notion that going to Africa is a means to circumventing China's harsh economic realities is common. But Africa is also frequently conceived as a place of escape to, a dream-like location in which to seek a life reboot.
This recent divorcé illustrates the escapism that Africa represents:
When I was young I had fantasy about going to Africa, but it stopped when I got married and settled down to a career. Now I don't feel like continuing the business at home any longer. I have no idea what to do. All of sudden I think of Africa.
While many prospective migrants perceive opportunities in Africa, they still yearn to do it via the security of a job with an SOE or privately owned multinational. For those lacking in financial or social capital (in the form of family connections or guanxi 关系), going to Africa is not feasible and very risky without the security of guaranteed employment. Therefore, of all the many inquiries for information, a substantial proportion concern how to get a job in an SOE, the application process, qualifications and salary.
By what means can I go to Africa? Is it ok if I do not have any acquaintances? Are there many state-owned companies?
For small-scale entrepreneurs, exchanging the Chinese business environment for Africa means the loss of embedded guanxi networks, and many threads represent attempts to address this loss. Posters reach out to Chinese counterparts, soliciting contacts and trying to establish links before arriving in Africa. Comments like the one from this entrepreneur in the shoe and clothing industry also illustrate the ad hoc, last minute nature of some migrations: Does anyone work in Togo? How is the business environment there? The more detailed information you provide, the better. I will go there soon, and would like to know some Chinese friends.
Many people seek specific information regarding the business environment and market opportunities. Gu's fieldwork among Chinese entrepreneurs in Africa suggests that firms mostly gained information from friends and personal connections and by doing their own research. The large number of related queries we discovered on discussion forums suggest further that "market research" is occurring online informally and in unsystematic ways as the following comment illustrates:
I just want to know if the wig market is good? Our family has a wig factory, and would like to explore market overseas.
And yet, once in place personal relationships and networks in China can be used "to source goods, technology, labour and capital from China, which in return creates competitive advantages" and facilitates further migration (Mohan et al., 2014: 78) . A number of posters talk about state media representations of Africa, which tend to emphasize the positive, and the incompleteness of information from these channels. They use online forums to inquire about the "real" situation in Africa, exemplifying the role that informal online sources take assume under an authoritarian information regime (Sullivan, 2012) . A substantial proportion of queries concern law and order, along with discussion of tales of violence, robbery and extortion. Concerns about law and order are common. There is a tendency to think about Africa in dichotomous terms like chaos and stability, reflecting discourse that is highly salient in China itself. Health concerns are common, more likely to be posted by women and to concern future child-bearing:
If one catches malaria, will it re-emerge? Is it true that one cannot have children after catching malaria?
Threads relating to health and safety issues can quickly become gendered. Women posing questions like the one above receive warnings from (self-described) present male migrants not to come to Africa if they have those concerns because it is a very tough environment. This reflects gendered interactions in China, but it may also have something to do with male migrants' own self-identity. Many Chinese migrants to Africa share a narrative about themselves as being especially able to endure hardship-the idea of the capable and tough pioneer. To many participants in migrant forums, working in Africa is synonymous with "enduring hardship" (chiku shoulei, 吃苦受累). The (self-asserted) capacity to deal with difficult conditions is just as common. Furthermore, this attitude is not gender specific, as this young woman who grew up in rural China suggests: "I know life is very hard in Africa, but I am willing to endure anything". Chinese "get-up-and-go" has long been mythologized by Diaspora communities to explain, for instance, relative economic success. There is evidence to support this, but it may also be part of the psychological strategy on the part of prospective migrants to buy into this narrative. Such positive framings also reflect the tone of Chinese media coverage, with its stories routinely emphasizing migrants' selflessness in bringing modernity to underdeveloped locales (redolent of domestic narratives about Tibet and Xinjiang), and rising social status as a result of struggle and sacrifice (Nyiri, 2006: 99) .
Present migrants
While many prospective migrants participate in online forums in the guise of informationseekers, Chinese migrants currently living in Africa are knowledge sharers. Many current migrants join prospective migrant discussions to address issues and questions raised there, often relating to security, health care, and perceptions of local people and societies. Often forum members build "floors" ( 盖楼) of interactions built around a single conversation, forming self-contained virtual communities of reciprocal information sharing and emotional support. Some life stories are narrated over hundreds of such instalments and interactions between the author and readers, which can build up to thousands of "floors". For some users, the forum becomes a venue for both "me-casting" and solidarity with peers. Some migrants use forums to connect with people (strangers) in China to ease their homesickness and seek a sense of belonging. Some present migrants contribute to forums because they were once prospective migrants who benefited from information exchange. In a range of forums for current migrants they share their own life experiences. Our sample includes migrants currently residing in South Africa, Uganda, Namibia, Liberia, Kenya, and Nigeria. Many contributions take the form of sequential threaded "life stories", many starting from the moment they left the airport ("Getting off the plane, I saw black people everywhere and felt uneasy") and providing detailed descriptions of their lives in Africa. Many life experiences are recorded in text and photographic images, some with no other purpose than self-presentation, others with the intention of showing what life in Africa is "really" like. Numerous threads have the appearance of public diaries detailing living conditions, available food, acquaintances and feelings. Posts can be highly granular, for example describing in excruciating detail the condition of beds, bathrooms or shared eating areas in factory dorms. The importance of the internet is remarked on time and again, and connectivity is a frequent lament, as this worker in Liberia notes:
The Internet was just connected a few days ago. It is very slow and unstable. Even worse, we cannot go online in our dormitory.
Many contributors are generous with personal, often emotional, observations. For many contributors Africa represents the first time away from China, and an opportunity for personal reflections on life plans, relationships and family. They describe numerous forms of frustration, such as this worker in Nigeria:
I thought I'd come to do technical jobs, but I am now being used almost all the time as a translator for the manager… So my hands are full now.
Other forms of disillusionment are more personal such as this construction worker in Algeria:
Back then, I was thinking I could earn more money when I am still young so that I can be financially independent so that my family would not need to worry about me and also I can provide a better life for my girlfriend. However, over the past half year, my parent passed away, and my girlfriend broke up with me due to the long distance. Sometimes, when I think about all these in silent nights, I really feel so bad at the bottom of my heart.
Construction and industrial project work is noted for the long hours, monotony and lack of opportunity for experiencing life outside of compounds. One worker describes how: our lives are just confined to the small circle of our project, and thus are very tedious and very dull. Maybe apart from work, you do not have any other ideas really.
Another worker in Algeria writes that:
As a happy "loser" and bachelor, I am alone everyday here but don't think there is anything wrong with it. I do not even have the time to recall my life here over the past half year.
Due to the small circle they have in Africa and the "simple and boring" life, people use the forums as a vehicle to seek support and connections with Chinese both in Africa and China.
Loneliness and homesickness are frequent themes, as exemplified by this worker in Uganda:
I have been here half a year. What always accompanies me is loneliness and the feeling of missing my wife and my family. Suddenly I realize that I should write to record something here.
It reads like a series of stories about his life moments, which receive applause from the readers and requests for update. Aside from venting or emotional pleas, forums are also a venue where present migrants develop a sense of community and look for people who share similar interests or live in the same area. For example, when one engineer who had been working in Kenya for more than a year complained about his tedious life, and in passing noted a latent interest in photography, other forum users connected him to a local (offline) photography society and (online) social network.
Similar to the rest of the internet, some narratives presented in the forums are confections. As a preventative measure, authors are expected to post photos of the local community where they reside. The absence of photographic or specific textual information on conditions in any location is cause for suspicion among other forum users. However, one notorious post titled "We want to go home; we are now trapped in Madagascar", generated a large number (632) of interactive threads. While many readers expressed their concern over the situation and suggested the channels through which they could seek help from the Chinese embassy, the piece was eventually revealed to be fake. However, even from this fake post, the potential support that the readers can offer for the authors who post their life stories is obvious.
The interactivity and support within the community helps create a sense of belonging for those who live in Africa, far away from home. One poster comments on the importance of the Internet in migrants' lives in Africa as follows:
the Internet has become as important as air for all Chinese in Africa. With the Internet, the distance from home is shorter. Present migrants savour telling readers about a "real Africa", one that is subject to personal distortions, but also different from government portrayals in tightly controlled school curricula and media. Chinese government constructions of "Sino-African friendship" selectively emphasize "south-south" solidarity and other positively framed geopolitical issues.
Information about conditions on the ground in African countries is highly circumscribed, particularly if it concerns less positive issues. As one worker with experience in the D. R.
Congo, Nigeria, and Zambia put it:
Before I went abroad I thought black people are all friends of China. But when I really came to Africa I found out that it is not the case at all. Black people described in our domestic education differ enormously from the reality.
This poster went on to discuss his experience of being robbed and car-jacked. Forum users' declaration to share information about "the real Africa" is seldom an exercise in arrogance or self-aggrandisement. As another user put it:
In China, it is always reported about the China-African friendship rather than the problems. Today, let me talk about the other aspect of Africa.
This "other aspect" of Africa concerned the crime rate, kidnap cases, gun crime, and disease.
The content of these posts have to be interpreted with caution, as they often lean on stereotypes, received (sometimes racist) wisdom, and may be distorted by negative emotions such as frustration and loneliness. However, these depictions of what posters believe to be their lived experience of a "real Africa" serve a purpose for the authors, and generate a lot of attention as counterpoints to the Africa constructed by the government controlled education system and media. Exaggerated and partial or not, this information may also help prospective migrants to make better informed decisions. One Chinese worker in Angola, for example, warns his compatriots that "coming to work in Africa means a high salary but high risks": a message that is seldom seen in Chinese media. Another poster writes about the recent death of a Chinese colleague from sickness and warns others to "think twice about coming to Africa". He continues with the following advice: I heard about diseases and conflict in Africa, but always had the innocent idea that this is only in a few parts of the continent and most places should be fine. Coming to Africa works better if you picture it in the worst possible way.
Huawei employee experiences
SOEs and privately owned multinationals are active across Africa in resource extraction, power generation, construction, railways, agriculture and telecommunications. Among the latter, Huawei is one of the world's largest companies and is very active across Africa. Headquartered in Shenzhen and officially employee owned, Huawei specializes in building wireless communication infrastructures, providing network services and selling mobile devices. Its wireless bases and LTE networks constitute 50% and 70% of the total in Africa, and optical fibre networks built by Huawei extend to 50,000 kilometres (Science and Technology Daily 2015) . Huawei World is a forum on Tianya used primarily by the 180,000 Huawei employees working globally. Since January 2006, it has generated up to 235,000 topic threads and more than 2.17 million comment threads. Our analysis of a sample of Africa threads on this forum indicates that the preoccupations of this type of migrant are somewhat distinct from those of the private individuals. For one thing, Huawei employees are rather more nervous about going to Africa than private entrepreneurs. A job at a major multinational Chinese company like Huawei already marks people out as having succeeded in China's competitive economy. Thus they have more to lose and do not perceive or need Africa to be the place where they make their fortune in exchange for enduring hardship. They already count as "winners" and going to Africa fills many of them with ambivalent feelings, regrets and even dread. Prospective migrants, those who have received postings to Africa, frequently have little or no prior knowledge, as this new employee in the Purchasing Department illustrates:
I have just been employed by Huawei Purchase Department. I hope brothers can tell me the welfare, salary, work condition, and problems that I may come across in life. I have no idea about these at all. Please tell me some insider details.
Among these new employees, the forums are an essential venue for seeking information and reassurances, as this post shows:
I will soon go to Africa. It will be the first time that I go abroad. I feel very nervous, having no idea what kind of condition I will be facing. Can you please let me know some situations over there and things to prepare before I go? All I heard is terrible things.
Among posters, a substantial number have little or no international experience, reflected in uninformed fears such as those voiced by a new employee in the Sales Department:
I heard it is very likely to catch all kinds of diseases such as malaria, and that it is very hard to cure. It is said that one third of the people there are HIV carrier. Is it really so horrible?
Concerns about health and safety issues are particularly pronounced among women, like another Sales employee:
I am a country girl so enduring hardship is not a problem, but the prospect of getting a disease is frightening. I really cherish this opportunity with Huawei but I'm terrified I'll catch a disease and regret it the rest of my life.
Some employees' decisions to relocate to Africa, taken for professional reasons, are emotionally wrenching, as this post suggests:
I'm going to Africa right after the National Day holiday. I've just been home to my village to see my folks for three days. Now I'm leaving its hard to take the feeling that I'm going away.
The Huawei forum features fewer posts about lifestyles, working conditions and especially frustrations in Africa, perhaps for reasons of professional discretion. However, there are numerous cases like the one below, of employees seeking a return to China:
How can I apply for relocation back to China from Africa? I have been in abroad for a while. I want to go back home. What can I do?
Conclusion
While popular western accounts portray Chinese migrants as pawns or foot soldiers in China's "conquest of the planet" (Cardenal and Araújo 2013: 253) , Chinese media equate workers' endurance of hardships with the selfless bestowal of modernity, and even "civilization", on undeveloped African countries (Nyiri, 2006: 86) . The findings we discuss in this paper suggest that Chinese migrants to Africa are more mundane than either of these depictions. They want to improve themselves, seek opportunities to earn money or add to their credentials. They are prone to worrying, loneliness, homesickness and boredom. They complain about their bosses and living conditions, while eagerly demonstrating their knowledge. In short, prospective and present Chinese migrants to Africa have ordinary hopes and fears, frustrations and dreams. To cope with the African cultural contexts and the new living environment, they seek for companions and feeling of belonging through online communication with their compatriots.
We find less ethnic solidarity or inherent Chinese-ness about interactions on these forums, than This perhaps explains why, despite leaving the confines of the great firewall, an important part of their existence is spent inside Chinese cyberspace, a feature of other transnational Chinese communities (Sun, 2002) . While substantial attention has been paid to China's presence in Africa, Chinese migrants' motivations, experiences, worries and expectations deserve closer examination. Chinese migrants are not simply state agents: they have individual motivations, expectations and concerns, which are sometimes at odds with the state.
